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The evolution of parental care can be seen as an important step in the evolution of sociality as it 
leads to the formation of family groups. As in highly social organizations, in family groups 
communication and recognition play an essential role in structuring daily life, even such a family 
group may only consists of a father, a mother and their offspring. I will provide an overview of our 
recent work on communication processes in the burying beetle Nicrophorus vespilloides, a subsocial 
insect performing elaborate biparental care. I will demonstrate that these beetles have evolved a 
sophisticated recognition and signaling system based on chemical cues and signals. They do not only 
recognize their breeding partners and are able to distinguish them from intruding conspecifics of the 
same sex, but we also found evidence that females communicate their temporary ‘sterility’ during 
the time of offspring feeding to avoid costly copulations with their male partner. By revealing the 
identity of the chemical substance and its linkage to the beetle’s hormone system, I will provide an 
explanation of how honesty of the signal is guaranteed. In general, elucidating the communication 
system of a subsocial insect may provide additional insights into the evolution of signaling systems in 
eusocial insects.  
